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Abstract 
This thesis examines the depiction of magic in Japanese popular media in order to find out how 
certain forms of popular media reflect societal views regarding national identity, youth, and 
gender. Through this examination, I aim to explain the context surrounding the cultural ideas 
being exported through Japanese popular media and their global influence. Various primary 
sources of Japanese popular media were analyzed, namely anime, manga and light novels. These 
works were analyzed under the theoretical frameworks provided by a number of anthropologists 
and Japanese popular culture scholars. By combining the disciplines of pop culture studies and 
anthropology, this analysis of magical Japanese popular media examines not only what the kinds 
of cultural messages are being expressed through magic in popular media, but who benefits from 
the popularity of magical power fantasies, and what effects these messages and fantasies have on 
Japanese society. 
Keywords:  Japan, magic, pop culture, anime, manga, fantasy, youth, gender, identity 
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Introduction 
A redheaded girl of 15 sits beside a still pond, nearly done with carving a long wooden 
staff. She turns to a man with long fair hair and deceptively youthful looks, the thousands of 
years old protector of the land of the dragons. He takes the staff and combines them with two 
jewels and a large amount of the girl’s hair. The girl, Chise, thanks the man, and tells him that 
she must be off, because there’s something she needs to tell her master Elias. The man nods his 
assent and goes to call a dragon to carry her home. However, as a trilling energetic theme begins 
to play, with her staff in hand the girl thinks to herself: I can go anywhere. Everything is 
connected. Then… The jeweled eyes of her staff begins to glow, and suddenly flames spring 
forth from it surrounding her, and fire faeries come and offer their aid. “Let’s fly there. The 
wings of flame will take us around the world!” Chise closes her eyes, and her body is engulfed in 
flames, which then take the shape of a large bird. The man stands in awe at the sight of the 
flaming phoenix, which takes off soaring over the landscape. The opening theme plays as she 
soars above the clouds, nude but for the flames that now cloak her form. As Elias walks to their 
English cottage, the phoenix appears above her master and husband, and with a smile she falls 
into his waiting arms. 
This scene takes place in the climactic finale of the Ancient Magus’ Bride (Mahō tsukai 
no yome, 2017). What may at first appear to be little more than a childish fairytale actually 
contains various messages about Japanese societal views and values. Various authors such as 
Anne Allison in Millennial Monsters: Japanese Toys and the Global Imagination, Susan Napier 
in Anime from Akira to Princess Mononoke: Experiencing Contemporary Japanese Animation, 
and Kumiko Saito in Magic, ‘Shōjo’, and Metamorphosis: Magical Girl Anime and the 
Challenges of Changing Gender Identities in Japanese Society have all written on the subject of 
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the kinds of cultural ideas communicated in Japanese popular media. Allison’s book is a central 
piece of scholarship focusing on the influence of Japanese popular culture on a global level. It 
demonstrates Japan’s soft cultural power, specifically regarding the millennial generation and the 
power of fantasy. Napier is a central figure in the field, and her book is a prime example of how 
to discuss Japanese manga and anime and their merit in academia. It also shows how analysis of 
pop culture products can be a useful tool for exploring underlying social trends. Saito’s article 
directly explores the connection between Japanese Magical Girl Anime and shifting ideas of 
gender and identity in contemporary Japan. It explains how magic and femininity are often tied 
together and how that reflects social dynamics in real life. The works of these authors, while 
extensive, typically examines the historic impact of popular media from the likes of Astro Boy 
(Tetsuwan atomu 1963) in the 1960`s up until the 1990`s and early 2000`s.  
Very few scholarly works have been published on more recent Japanese popular media, 
and newer series like The Ancient Magus’ Bride have the potential to provide new insights on 
issues discussed by previous scholars. Such stories offer a fresh perspective on evolving ideas 
about gender, youth, and national identity in Japan. Furthermore, the presence of magic in many 
of these stories provides the opportunity to examine them under a different light. Many 
anthropologists such as Favret-Saada, Evans-Pritchard and Weiner have furthered the field of 
anthropology by studying what is called magic in cultures from South East Asia to Western 
Europe to Central Africa. In contrast, Japan has escaped the stereotype of eastern mysticism, and 
magic in Japan has been largely ignored in the field of anthropology. Applying the 
anthropological frameworks used to examine magic in other cultures will reveal facets of 
Japanese society yet undocumented. 
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Determining what criteria must be met in order for something to be labeled “magic” is far 
from a resolved matter, but definitions of magic offered by authors such as Frazer and by those 
who personally practice magic such as Starhawk provide a useful starting point from which to 
consider the issue. The term magic has been used to belittle and demean cultural practices that 
seemed backwards to European observers, and this stigma persists today. In truth, the difference 
between religion, superstition, and magic can be said to be a matter of cultural perspective. In 
that sense, how a nation chooses to use those labels provides understanding about their 
perspective. By combining the disciplines of pop culture studies and anthropology, this analysis 
of magical Japanese popular media will help answer the question as to what kinds of cultural 
messages about gender, youth and national identity are being broadcasted to young consumers of 
popular media not only in Japan, but to consumers around the world.  
In order to explain the importance of magic to the field of anthropology, we must first 
examine how the study of magic has developed from a racist tool to propagate colonialism as in 
the case of scholars like Walter B. Cannon to the more nuanced and multifaceted view evidenced 
by modern anthropologists like Marisol De La Cadena. Furthermore, we will explore how 
colonialism has in part created the problem of translation, and that problem’s effect on the way 
modern anthropologists attempt to portray experiences that might be perceived as magical in the 
West without invoking colonialist notions. In essence, understanding how the portrayal of magic 
in anthropology has evolved will enable us to approach the subject in an ethical manner. 
 Two early authors, Cannon and E.E. Evans-Pritchard, were instrumental in the 
foundation of the field of anthropology and its approach to magic. Both Cannon and Evans-
Pritchard approach their work with the idea that magic cannot be real, and this inhibits their 
ability to convey events without patronizing their subjects. Yet undoubtedly Evans-Pritchard is 
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the more influential of the two, as he was the first to suggest that belief in magic was not a sign 
of racial inferiority, but a logical product of a culture which had no access to scientific 
explanation. Cannon’s work in “Voodoo” Death is overt in its bias, with frequent references to 
“primitive people” in contrast with “civilized people” (Cannon 1942: 182). The use of 
descriptors such as “ignorant, superstitious, and credulous natives” is but one example of the 
attitude of superiority with which these studies are conducted (Cannon 1942: 184). As “Voodoo” 
Death involves an amalgamation of various resources, it provides sufficient evidence that these 
views are far from his alone. Another example is his quote from Warner, another medical doctor: 
“Now to return to the observations of Warner regarding the aborigines of northern Australia, 
creatures too ignorant, he assured me, to know about poisons” (Cannon 1942: 185). Cannon also 
makes extended effort to explain voodoo death as a phenomena that can be understood by 
medical science by drawing comparisons with known causes such as shock or blood pressure. 
In Witchcraft, Oracles, and Magic among the Azande, Evans-Pritchard attributes the 
power of the Azande witch-doctors to trickery and societal belief, which could be considered the 
placebo effect (Evans-Pritchard 1976: 109). Although the questionable ethics of his methods 
involve much trickery and deceit, his work leaves the reader with the impression that the Azande 
are naive believers in witchcraft merely as a result of their unfortunate circumstance of being 
born in Africa. “Witches, as the Azande conceive them, clearly cannot exist. None the less, the 
concept of witchcraft provides them with a natural philosophy by which relations between men 
and unfortunate events are explained and a ready and stereotyped explanation for them” (Evans-
Pritchard 1976: 19) The Azande are described as incapable of imagining a world without 
witchcraft, just as Europeans are incapable or imagining a world without doctors. “Azande 
undoubtedly perceive a difference between what we consider the workings of nature on the one 
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hand and the workings of magic, and ghosts, and witchcraft on the other hand, though in the 
absence of a formulated doctrine of natural law they do not, and cannot, express the difference as 
we express it” (Evans-Pritchard 1976: 31). In Zandeland, Evans-Pritchard goes as far to say that 
“Belief in witchcraft is quite consistent with human responsibility and a rational appreciation of 
nature” (Evans-Pritchard 1976: 30). Considering belief in magic as matter dependent on 
circumstance of birth rather than inherent biological difference represents a step up from 
Cannon’s attitude. However, his dismissal of Azande explanations and experiences in favor of 
his search for a scientific explanation that would be palatable for a western audience, coupled 
with his continued narrative separation of himself and his readers from the Azande show that 
while he does not consider the Azande to be illogical inferior creatures, he nonetheless views 
European scientific culture as unquestionably superior. Later anthropologist Maragret Weiner 
writes about Evans-Pritchard in Dangerous Liaisons and Other Tales from the Twilight Zone: 
Sex, Race, and Sorcery in Colonial Java: 
While Evans-Pritchard investigates what practices ground Azande in their 
assumptions about witches he does not correspondingly consider what anchors his 
own. And in this way he shows the limits of his ability to follow how things 
become real, which is why his effort to account for what he witnessed one night in 
Africa remains so unconvincing (Weiner 2007: 523). 
Weiner’s criticism of Evans-Prtichard applies Cannon as well. Both are limited in their 
view of their subjects because of their failure to acknowledge their own biases. Thus, these two 
are prime examples of the enormous historical impact of British colonialism on the field of 
anthropology, and its tendrils still extend into how magic is perceived by the West today.  
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In contrast to Evans-Pritchard and Cannon, in her work “The Way Things Are Said.” 
Deadly Words: Witchcraft in the Bocage, Jeanne Favret-Saada goes into detail examining the 
conundrum of participant observation and approaches her work from the level of an equal of the 
French community she studied. The reasons for this may be due to the common language, the 
fact that she was studying a European population, and the fact that she was studying a sub-group 
of her own native French culture. Most essentially, it is because she realized that as an 
uninvolved outsider she would be condemned to only hearing secondhand stories of “those 
backwards people” due to the awareness of her subjects as to how they would be perceived by 
larger society if they admitted to a belief in witchcraft (Favret-Saada 1980: 15-16). Promises of 
goodwill and fair treatment would not suffice, as it was not until she was identified as a 
dewitcher that she was able to hear a first-hand account. Favret-Saada shows the inherent 
problems of the sort of “distance” that other ethnographers and folklorists maintain. In particular 
she points out that those who seek out answers regarding peasant witchcraft yet insist on 
remaining alien to it will be unable to gather anything but objective statements and stories that 
are disavowed in the same breath with which they are uttered (Favret-Saada 1980: 16). By 
erasing this distance she is able to not only receive first-hand reports, but to gain intimate first-
hand experience by being affected. Had she like Evans-Pritchard been consistently arguing 
against the possibility of witchcraft and insistent on searching for a scientific explanation that 
would be accepted by larger society, this kind of involvement would have been impossible.  
The work of Favret-Saada showcases the importance of treating the subject population as 
equals and respecting their practices. However, if we are to be able to treat the magical practices 
of others with respect, it is important to examine our own. The relationship between religion and 
magic isn’t that of a staircase in which magic is merely a precursor to religion, but in fact the 
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difference between the two is largely a matter of perspective. The convenience of labeling one 
practice magical and another religious is largely another way of creating separation between “us” 
and “them”. Upon closer examination, many religious practices in “modern” countries could be 
evaluated as magic as defined by Sir James George Frazer in The Golden Bough: A Study in 
Magic and Religion. For example, the Christian practice of using objects belonging to saints to 
heal the sick can be viewed as Contagious Magic. The Greek Orthodox use of religious icons 
(objects imprinted with the likeness of a saint and are thus imbued with protective power) would 
fall under Frazer’s Law of Similarity.  
When one’s personal beliefs and practices can be examined as if they were foreign, it 
becomes easier to see why the beliefs of others are not so strange after all and that they also 
deserve to be respected. While works by Evans-Pritchard and Cannon did much to further the 
field of anthropology, they are limited in their understanding by their need to be separate and 
maintain distance, which invariably leads to the view of the non-western culture as inferior as 
evidenced by their language in referring to their subjects as “primitives”.  
Yet Favret-Saada shows us that there is another way. Instead of insisting on an 
explanation that would fit within preconceived notions of what is possible, she put herself on 
equal-footing with the people of the Bocage and was willing to become personally involved. “I 
could not but be affected by witchcraft, and I developed a methodological approach that 
subsequently allowed me to put this experience to use. This approach was neither participant 
observation, nor, above all, empathy” (Favret-Saada 2012: 437). It can be argued that allowing 
oneself to be “affected” in the same manner as Favret-Saada is risky. Favret-Saada herself 
acknowledges the threat to her scientific project that the conundrum of participant observation 
created (Favret-Saada 2012: 440). There is also a risk to the career and reputation of an 
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ethnographer who becomes “caught”. If they are viewed as having lost their objectivity or “going 
native”, their work may be rejected. Yet without taking these risks, the work cannot be 
completed. As technology continues to spread around the globe, more and more people will 
come to resemble the Bocage rather than the Azande; i.e. they will be ever more aware of how 
admittance to witchcraft may subject them to ridicule. Evans-Pritchard did not have to worry 
about how the Azande would perceive his report. Modern ethnographers wishing to study magic 
will likely be faced with situations where maintaining the boundaries between scholar and 
subject will provide little substance. 
Magic has a long history of being used to draw boundaries, especially in the context of 
colonialism. British colonialism as a system had various means to consolidate power and control 
over the people and lands they colonized. One of those ways was by emphasizing the difference 
between themselves and the so-called primitives. Europeans liked to imagine themselves as 
civilized, enlightened people who had evolved beyond the world of magic into the realm of 
science. In contrast, the primitive people of other lands and their continued practice of magic 
provided clear evidence of European superiority. In this way, Europe denounced its own magical 
practices and history in order to use “magic” as a way of separating the civilized from the 
uncivilized. Accusing someone of believing in magic became a way of demeaning them; magic 
was the primitive logic of those who lack the ability to perceive true reality through science. As 
such, translating words describing practices from one language to words with a magical 
connotation in English became a way to diminish those practices. 
This is a problem that would be inherited by anthropologists long after Evans-Pritchard, 
up to the present day. Magic (outside of the fantasy context) still carries heavy implications, and 
can implicitly degrade people whose cultural practices are described as such. This leaves 
  Balser 11 
anthropologists who wish to translate words relating to such practices in a precarious position. 
They must try to produce translations that present their findings in a way that is understandable 
to an English-speaking audience, without invoking the stereotypes, tropes, and other 
misconceptions created by colonialism. Two authors, Marisol De La Cadena and Francoise 
Guédon, both use different methods to find a way around this problem of translation. 
In her book Earth Beings: Ecologies of Practice across Andean Worlds covering her time 
spent living with the Dene people in Alaska, Guédon explicitly avoids any mention of the word 
magic. Instead, she relates the phenomena around her as experiences, not matters of “belief.” She 
writes “I found it increasingly difficult to speak of belief – a term with strong intellectual and 
cognitive connotations – for most of the content of “belief” I was taught was physical and 
kinesthetic” (Guédon, 1994: 41). Rather than stepping back to label the things going on around 
her, she simply and honestly relates the perspective the Dene share with her. Rather than relying 
on the mental shortcut to explanation that a label offers, she instead leads us through the winding 
forest paths of Alaska and her experiences there without inciting any rush to judgement. By not 
using a word loaded with so much baggage and ideological weight, she forces the reader to 
instead consider the practices as they are and denies them the literary crutch that would allow a 
quick and simple mental resolution of what is being presented. The use of a label like “magic” 
may shorten communication when discussing a mutually understood subject, but a label from 
one language being applied to things from another can lead to oversimplification and 
misunderstanding.  
However, avoiding labels is not the only way to address the problem of translation. 
Sometimes further explanation is needed, especially when translations have already been made 
and misunderstandings already exist. In Earth Beings: Ecologies of Practice across Andean 
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Worlds, Marisol De La Cadena shows us the benefits of a messier approach to translation, and 
why making things simple to grasp isn’t always the best way to get people to actually 
understand. De La Cadena pays great attention to the way in which she translates things into 
English, and her analysis also provides evidence for the many issues that arise with translation. 
In particular, her focus on the word earth-beings provides an excellent example of a way to 
“control the equivocation” (De La Cadena 2015: 27). She makes the case that it is better for a 
translation to be unnatural than easily misunderstood. In essence, she tries to reduce the risk that 
a reader will think they have grasped an accurate understanding which is actually based on false 
equivalencies. She brings up the examples of how other translations of Mariano and Nazario’s 
words and practices always added or subtracted something from their message. This illusion of 
full understanding leads environmental activists to be dismissive of Mariano’s practices with 
earth-beings, and relegate them to the status of mere superstitions (De La Cadena 2015: 25). 
Rather than aiming for a smooth translation and glossing over any errors, her article advocates 
for the value in acknowledging, accepting, and explaining the messy and confusing parts that 
cannot be translated so neatly. It is in fact only by acknowledging that confusion that one can 
begin to build an understanding of what tirakuna really means to the runakuna. To call the 
tirakuna a “sacred mountain” brings in misleading religious connotations, as if it was a matter of 
religious or cultural belief. Few English speakers reading the word “sacred mountain” would 
hesitate to say that they understand the meaning of such a word. However, it is this presumed 
understanding, and the ease with which the English mind can wrap around such a concept, which 
is so dangerous. In contrast, using the term “earth-being” on any given American street would 
likely be met with looks of confusion and bewilderment. These two words which while separated 
are undeniably English and far from uncommon, by their unexpected combination cause the 
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listener to question what it is they just heard. This moment of questioning is crucial, because that 
is what renders a mind open to further explanation and deeper understanding. Choosing an 
unusual, more literal translation along with its flow-stopping qualities can actually be a huge 
boon in conveying a clearer meaning.  
However, literal translation is not always practical or possible. As much as it might serve 
to paint a more accurate picture, it also can make that picture quite difficult to perceive. A dense 
text with lengthy in-depth explanations for each and every translation would likely only be found 
interesting by the most passionate language enthusiasts. Even then, the risk of losing the main 
point among all the details would be high. Undoubtedly, finding the right balance is a matter of 
skill. Yet translation itself is an intricate balancing act, and this method along with Guédon’s can 
be an effective means towards a larger goal. 
There are things in every language that cannot be fully expressed in any other. 
Sometimes it is only by breaking convention that one can hope to convey both the meaning and 
the difference into another language. A term like earth-being may sound as though it came from 
some mystical landscape or fantastical book, but it is that feeling of unreality, or alternate reality, 
that compels the reader to consider a reality different from what they’ve known. That the reality 
expressed in another language cannot be simplified into a “sacred mountain.” These two methods 
of translation avoid the degrading implications inherited from colonialism, and avoid the ease 
with which common English terms would be glossed over and presumed to be fully understood. 
In essence, the optimal path for an anthropologist is to get readers to think critically, reevaluate 
what they think they know, and analyze their own assumptions about the world in order to 
combat the racist and colonialist attitudes that persist in our world today. 
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In my area of research, most of the works I will be analyzing have official translations 
available. Many other works have translations painstakingly done for free by bilingual fans. 
None the less, relying solely on these translations is essentially analyzing a subject different than 
the one perceived by Japanese audiences. However, analyzing differences between official 
translations and the original Japanese will allow for conclusions to be drawn about how Japan 
wishes itself to be perceived, and what aspects of Japanese culture are seen as needing to be 
removed from the product for overseas consumption. I will not avoid labels entirely like Guédon, 
but I will avoid terms like “belief” and use the Japanese terms for subjects relating to magic, and 
explain them to the reader so that the nuances of the Japanese words can be understood. Rather 
than translating a given word directly into a semi-equivocal English word, I will provide an 
English translation of the Japanese definition, so that like De La Cadena my readers will not be 
misled by a presumption of complete understanding. 
Japan has not been subject to colonization, and managed to escape having its native 
religion written off as backwards magical practices unworthy of respect. Nonetheless, 
consideration of the historical weight of the term magic is critical to keep in mind when using the 
above anthropological sources and applying them to Japanese concepts. Analyzing stories from 
popular media may not seem to carry the same risk of demeaning an entire culture as the case of 
Cannon’s examination of voodoo death had on Australian aboriginals, but in reality many 
examples of magic in Japanese popular media have deep roots connecting them back to Shinto 
and Buddhism. While these stories are obviously fictitious, the people creating and consuming 
them are not. Japanese culture is woven throughout these tales, whether they take place in Japan 
or England or another world all together. That is why the same care used by Favret-Saada, De la 
Cadena, and Guédon is necessary for the examination of magic in Japanese popular culture. 
  Balser 15 
Chapter one will focus on the idea of Magical Japan, using resources like Little Witch 
Academia, The Ancient Magus Bride, and Inuyasha to explore questions about how western 
ideas of witchcraft contrast and combine with traditional Japanese folklore, how western and 
Japanese notions of magic have influenced each other, and how Japanese national identity is 
represented in magical worlds. Chapter two will focus on the concept of Magical Children and 
their importance to the genre in works like Kiki’s Delivery Service and Little Witch Academia. In 
particular addressing the questions as to what drives the popularity of the magical school genre, 
why magic stories so often center on youth, and how magic serves as a power fantasy for young 
people. Chapter three will focus on Magical Girls in Madoka Magica, Magical Girl Ore, The 
Ancient Magus Bride, and Sailor Moon. In particular searching for answers as to why the 
magical girl genre is so common, what types of girls can use magic and what differentiates them 
from men who can. Furthermore, we will explore the intersection of magic and Japanese kawaii 
culture, and determine what role magic plays in stories of female empowerment versus 
idolization. In conclusion, we will seek to understand what kinds of cultural messages are being 
expressed through magic in popular media, who benefits from the popularity of magical power 
fantasies, and what effects these messages and fantasies have on Japanese society. 
  
  Balser 16 
Magical Japan 
In exploring the depiction of magic in Japanese media, we must first understand how 
Japanese national identity is portrayed in the media, as well as various historical events in the 
formation of modern Japan that have shaped such narratives. During Japan’s period of 
modernization, native popular religious practices were suppressed in favor of State-sponsored 
Shinto and the worship of the emperor, and we will consider how this is analogous Britain’s 
suppression of particular Hindu practices deemed magical during their occupation of India. We 
will also examine how the whitewashing of traditional culture and folktales affects how these 
practices are viewed today by examining their portrayal in modern media such as Inuyasha.  
At the same time, we must also evaluate the influence foreign powers had on Japan’s 
self-image beginning from the forcible end of the Sakoku period imposed by Commodore Perry 
in 1854. Following this event, Japan’s rapid modernization and emulation of Western powers 
altered ideas of Japanese identity. In particular, we will examine how Japanese nationality is 
portrayed in fictional settings, and we will consider whether Japan’s imperialist history of 
pursuing power akin to Britain and America’s is connected with a cultural fascination with 
western magic.  
Finally, after establishing the historical events that have shaped Japanese nationality 
identity, we will take the ideas discussed above and examine how they apply specifically to 
shows like Little Witch Academia and The Ancient Magus’ Bride. We will examine the influence 
of popular western media like Harry Potter in Japan, and how Japan has embraced and altered 
these themes and incorporated them into to native productions. We will seek to answer questions 
about what signifies characters as being Japanese and who represents Japan, why placing a 
Japanese protagonist in a magical British setting is so common, and what the similarities and 
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differences are between magic users in modern media versus traditional western witches and 
mountain witches and female youkai from Japanese folktales. 
Japan’s native religion, Shinto, is explained in layman’s terms in Kuroda Toshio’s work 
Shinto and the History of Japanese Religion in which he states: “The common man's view of 
Shinto usually includes the following assumptions: Shinto bears the unmistakable characteristics 
of a primitive religion, including nature worship and taboos against kegare (impurities), but it 
has no system of doctrine; it exists in diverse forms as folk belief but at the same time possesses 
certain features of organized religion-for example, rituals and institutions such as shrines; it also 
plays an important role in Japan's ancient mythology and provides a basis for ancestor and 
emperor worship” (Kuroda 1981: 1). The origins of Shinto can be traced back to the most ancient 
surviving texts in Japan, the Kojiki and the Nihon Shoki.  
The Kojiki ('Record of Ancient Things') is the oldest book of Japanese history and 
the oldest text of any kind from Japan… Not necessarily an accurate historical 
record, the Kojiki was principally commissioned to establish a clear line of 
descent from the ruling emperors of the 7th and 8th century CE back to the Shinto 
gods and the supreme sun goddess Amaterasu” (Cartwright 2017: n.pag).  
This book was central not only to ancient Japanese identity, but to modern Japan and the 
practice of Shinto today. As Cartwright explains: “The Kojiki is more than an invaluable history 
source and entertaining compilation of Japanese mythology, it is the cornerstone of the Shinto 
religion, its gods and rituals” (2017: n.pag). Cartwright also notes the importance of Motoori 
Norinaga (1730-1801) in bringing the work back into prominence in 1798 when he published a 
44-volume commentary on the Kojiki (2017: n.pag). “Motoori’s book, the Kojiki-den, would 
fuel a great revival in the Shinto and see it reinstated as the state religion. The Kojiki continued 
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to be influential in the 19th and 20th century CE, too, with the rise of Japanese nationalism when 
it was used as evidence that the Japanese people were descended from the gods and so were 
superior to other races” (Cartwright 2017: n.pag).  
Motoori Norinaga’s work is one example of a persistent strain of Japanese political 
thought that sees the solution to current problems as lying in the past. Another example, the 
famous author Yanagita Kunio (1875-1962) saw his collection of the Tales of Tono as far more 
than simple legends and folktales, he saw them as a way of unifying Japan through their common 
past and preventing the destruction of Japanese culture in the face of modernization.1  
Unfortunately for many small local shrines and practitioners of Shinto, the Japanese 
government had different ideas regarding how to maintain Japanese unity while ushering in a 
modern future, and decided in 1864 that local religious customs and practices were to be 
outlawed in favor of State Shinto. This was followed by a decree issued in 1868 “ordering the 
dis-association of Shinto and Buddhist divinities (shimbutsu bunri), causing a series of events 
sometimes accompanied by what is known as the suppression of Buddhism (haibutsu kishaku)” 
(Grapard 1984: 240). This regulation of religious practices helped provide a basis for the 
argument of Japanese superiority and emphasized loyalty to the emperor, which in turn was used 
as justification for Japan’s brutal invasion of other Asian countries during World War II. 
This suppression of religion, in particular the efforts of a government with imperial 
designs to strictly define legitimate “religion” versus “backwards, outdated rituals” has many 
similarities to Britain’s suppression of particular Hindu practices during the occupation of India. 
                                                 
 
1 Yanagita’s Tales of Tono and his political motivations in publishing the work are analyzed by 
Marilyn Ivy in “Ghastly Epiphanies” 
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Dutch anthropologist Peter Van der Veer explains this event in his book The Modern Spirit of 
Asia: the Spiritual and the Secular in China and India: 
In the nineteenth century two major Brahmanical reform movements in Northern 
and Eastern India… took over Christian missionary rhetoric in condemning some 
Hindu practices as backward, irrational, and superstitious, and demanded the 
removal of these magical accretions that had been added… (Van der Veer 2013: 
123)  
British imperialists partnered with members of the Brahman caste and legally supported 
these reforms. Using the Vedanta as a sacred text to set a legal standard for testing the legitimacy 
of Hindu practices allowed British imperialists to discriminate against practices that offended 
their sensibilities. This is a clear example of how the categorization of religion as rational 
morality and condemning any parts of it that don’t mesh with a European scientific worldview to 
the realm of “magic”. Van der Veer goes on to point out: “It is important to note that this was an 
attack not only on popular religion, seen as magic, but also more broadly on an entire range of 
practices that were dominated by both Brahman and non-Brahman priests” (Van der Veer 2013: 
123). This was far from a homegrown grass-roots religious reformation. Rather it was a top-
down imposition from the governing class in order to exert control over the masses.  
The Meiji government may not have used the term mahou or magic in condemning 
certain native religious practices, but its goals and Britain’s goals were very similar. The use of 
the word magic to categorize “primitive” religious practices is more common in European 
culture influenced by Christianity, but the same feeling is present in the Japanese context. The 
reason such practices are not described as magic (even after the resurgence of local shrines) is 
because rather than a colonizing foreign power, Japan’s own government was the one 
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determining what was suitable for the new global image it wanted to present. Kokugaku 
(Nationalist/native learning) scholars played a major role in the separation of Buddhism and 
Shinto during the Meiji period. One of the pioneers of the Native Learning movement was 
Mootori Norinaga. The Native Learning movement sought to find the true expression of the 
Japanese spirit in Japan’s early traditions and culture. Norinaga’s disciple Hirata Atsutane (1776-
1843) sought to promote a pure form of Shinto free of foreign influence (Hardacre 2016: 323). 
Norinaga’s life work analyzing the Kojiki would help provide the foundation for a “purified” 
State Shinto. Just as British imperialists sought to find a standard source for legitimacy in the 
Hindu Vedas and used it to reinforce their power, Native Learning scholars used ancient texts 
like the Kojiki to standardize the practice of Shinto. However, the spiritual reformation of Shinto 
was not limited to grounds of local shrines.  
Yanagita Kunio was another scholar deeply concerned with Japan’s spirituality and 
connection to the past. In her analysis of Yanagita’s Tales of Tono, Marilyn Ivy shows how 
Yanagita aimed to use the medium of folktales as a political tool to encourage spiritual reform by 
connecting Japanese people’s hearts to Japan’s past (Ivy 1995). Yanagita saw folktales as central 
to the preservation of Japanese identity for the future. The way Japanese folktales have been used 
by modern people shows there was some truth to his words.  
These tensions between native practices and modern views of magic as primitive 
continued to bubble up in modern Japanese culture, and still animate the creative works that are 
popular around the world today. Shows like Inuyasha, which tells the story of a half-human half-
dog demon boy during the feudal era, make use of the blurry line between religion and magic to 
tell more interesting tales. In Inuyasha, characters like the Buddhist monk Miroku and the Shinto 
shrine maiden Kikyo exhibit extraordinary power, fighting demonic yōkai with sutras and 
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purifying arrows. They fight alongside fox spirits and a time-traveling reincarnation of a shrine 
maiden. Like Inuyasha, many popular media like Pokémon and Yokai Watch also draw 
inspiration from tales of monsters (yōkai).While this is undoubtedly far from what Yanagita 
Kunio had in mind when he published Tales of Tono, it shows that it some ways he was not 
wrong. Japan’s rich history of religion and folktales has been brought into its future, and these 
stories have become an important part of Japanese identity as globally popular titles like 
Pokémon have greatly shaped Japan’s image around the world.2  
Japanese popular media doesn’t only affect perceptions of Japan from an outside 
perspective, it also reflects how Japanese-ness is viewed by native creators. I’ve selected two 
Japanese animated shows that due to their Western magical setting provide excellent context for 
analysis. By examining the characteristics associated with the main Japanese heroine of both 
Little Witch Academia (2017) and The Ancient Magus’ Bride (2017), we can analyze what 
commonalities between them are used to signal Japanese identity and why.  
The main character in Little Witch Academia is a young girl named Kagari Atsuko who 
goes by “Akko” for short. Her name is the first signifier of her nationality, as it is not explicitly 
stated in the television series that she is from Japan. Her classmates also have names strongly 
connected to their origins. Akko’s primary rival, Diana Cavendish, and her cronies Hannah 
England and Barbara Parker all hail from Great Britain, where the school is located. Akko’s best 
friends Lotte Jansson and Sucy Manbavaran hail from Finland and the Philippines respectively. 
Other side characters with French or German names utilize certain stereotypes from their 
countries, with the German being a silent grumpy mechanical expert and the main French 
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antagonist having a flair for the dramatic and a gregarious persona. The show takes clear 
inspiration from J.K. Rowling’s famous Harry Potter book series (1997-2007), which 
popularized the image of a castle-like British school for magic. Diana has many parallels to 
Harry Potter’s rival Draco Malfoy both of whom share a privileged upper class British 
background and pale blonde hair. Like Draco, Diana comes from a long line of magic users, and 
like Harry Akko grew up in a mundane home. Looking at the character designs, it’s not really 
possible to tell the difference between the students’ nationalities. Admittedly most of the students 
and teachers seem to be from various Western European countries, but even Akko and Sucy 
don’t have any particular traits that distinguish them as Asian. The only character shown with a 
darker skin tone is a minor character Wangari whose name has African origins. Rather than using 
visual signifiers or explicit statement, clues about nationality are mostly drawn from name origin 
and personality traits correlated with national stereotypes. This then leads to the question of what 
stereotypes can be seen in Akko.  
To begin, Akko is filled with energy and persistence and she works hard to achieve her 
goals even when she’s at a severe disadvantage, characteristics which would fall under the 
stereotypical Japanese description of a lively “genki” personality. She is inspired to become a 
witch after witnessing a magic show performed by her idol Chariot Du Nord, and her obsession 
with collecting magic cards and merchandise of Chariot mark her as a bit of an otaku. In contrast 
to western Japanese stereotypes, she is neither quiet, shy, nor good at academics. Despite the 
almost entirely female cast which would make her a “young girl” or shōjo character, her 
uncontainable energy, pluck, obsessiveness, rule-breaking nature, and underdog status are similar 
to many popular “young boy” or shonen protagonists such as Hinata Shouyo from 
Haikyuu!!(2014) and Midoriya Izuku from My Hero Academia (2014). 
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In contrast, Chise Hatori, the main character from The Ancient Magus’ Bride couldn’t be 
more different at first glance. Like Akko, Chise and her family are the only named characters 
from Japan. Unlike Akko, Chise’s childhood growing up in Japan and her status as an outcast 
from normal society play a key role in her character development. At the start of the show, 
having been abandoned by her father and having witnessed her mother’s suicide, a depressed 
Chise puts herself up for sale. After her father’s abandonment the stress of caring for Chise as 
her child was rejected from society eventual drove her mother to attempt to murder Chise before 
changing her mind and taking only her own life. Blaming herself for her mother’s death, Chise 
eventually attempts suicide before a stranger convinces her to sell herself to someone who would 
care for her. At that time, she understands her status as a Sleigh Beggy3 but not why it makes her 
valuable. She is then bought by her future husband and teacher, Elias Ainsworth. The Ancient 
Magus Bride features several faeries and creatures from British folklore from the Queen and 
King of faeries Titania and Oberon to less well-known faeries like Redcurrant the leánnan sídhe4. 
Though ignorant of Britain’s magical creatures, Chise is shown to be a quick study in the subject 
of magic.  
                                                 
 
3 Sleigh Beggy (夜の愛し仔
ス レ イ ・ ベ ガ
): has the abilities of both a Mage and a Sorcerer. The main 
characteristic of a Sleigh Beggy is that they passively absorb and generate almost unlimited magical 
energy. However, their bodies are no stronger than any other mage and will eventually buckle under the 
constant strain and their bodies will cease to function (Ancient Magus Bride, ch. 5). 
4 (リャナン・シー Ryanan Shī): is a type of Faerie that consumes the blood of human and in 
return grants them great talent (The Ancient Magus Bride, ch. 14). 
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In the beginning, Chise is subservient and passive with absolutely zero self-worth. Her 
red hair and green eyes are inherited from her mother, but this is likely a result of her rare Sleigh 
Beggy status since the surrounding Japanese characters during her childhood are depicted with 
more the common black or brown hair and eyes. Living with Elias in England, she gradually 
opens up and becomes attached to others, but even after she begins to forgive herself and learn 
self-love she still engages in self-sacrificial behaviors for the sake of others. While her 
intelligence and quiet nature align with western stereotypes of Japanese people, unlike Little 
Witch Academia, The Ancient Magus’ Bride doesn’t rely so heavily on national stereotypes as a 
shorthand for conveying information about characters. Rather, the key part of her Japanese 
identity is the psychological damage that resulted from her inability to fit in with her peers, and 
her status as a foreigner in England. Her caring nature and concern for others reflect Japan’s 
community oriented social values5.  
Akko and Chise have very different personalities, but both are evidence of Japanese 
social values like the importance of hard work and being considerate of others. They both are the 
lone representative of Japan in the British Isles, they both study magic, and they are both young 
girls of high school age. Both shows draw parallels with Harry Potter, extremely directly in the 
case of Little Witch Academia and more subtly in The Ancient Magus’ Bride. Like Harry Potter, 
Chise is also an orphan, and it isn’t hard to imagine that the British folklore J.K Rowling used in 
her books was likely a source of inspiration to the author of The Ancient Magus’ Bride.  
                                                 
 
5 In a later chapter, I will address how the Japanese concept of the good wife and wise mother 
applies to Chise. 
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In conclusion, both of these shows, Little Witch Academia and The Ancient Magus’ Bride 
are prime examples of the influence both historical and modern international relations have on 
the concept of Japanese national identity. The way character’s “Japanese-ness” is portrayed 
signals not just what kinds of traits are considered admirable for Japanese viewers to aspire to, 
but how Japan wishes to be viewed in contrast with the outside world. I rather doubt that the 
producers and writers of these shows intended their characters to be some sort of prescriptive 
message about how Japanese people should act and what it means to be Japanese. Rather, I think 
the cultural ideas and values about the subjects pervade society as a whole and the sheer 
commonality of these ideas are what cause them to show up so frequently in media.  
While analysis of two shows out of the thousands produced each year in Japan may not 
seem a large enough pool to garner any sort of conclusion, these examples were not chosen at 
random. I selected them because they were emblematic of certain trends. While these producers 
may not have had the same sort of intentional political motivations in sharing these tales as 
scholars like Yanagita had in sharing his, they nonetheless reflect the political environment in 
which they were created. As Japan’s birthrate continues to drop, Japan’s conservative and 
closed-off tendencies are facing considerable challenge due to a shortage of labor. As of 
November 2018, Japan’s parliament has passed a controversial bill that aims to make it easier for 
foreigners to immigrate and work in Japan. Despite Prime Minister Shinzo Abe’s words that 
“many things need to be tried before immigration” Japan finds itself cracking open the door the 
country a bit wider than it has been comfortable with. If this development is telling of what the 
future holds for Japan, the struggle of maintaining a sense of national identity and unity may 
become increasingly complicated. Just as National Learning scholars searched for a mythical 
“pure” Japan in ancient stories like the Kojiki, modern stories reflect a search for what it means 
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to be Japanese in a global world. Yanagita aimed to pass down a connection to the past and root 
of identity for Japanese people through his collection of tales. More than just frivolous 
entertainment, such stories can pass down values to future generations and today can do so at an 
incredible scale. As such, consumers of Japanese popular media would do well to be cognizant 
of what values they’re inheriting, because in the end every new generation has a chance to 
redefine what it means to be a member of the Japanese nation.  
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Magical Children 
One common theme in magical anime is the experiences of young people. The genre of 
shōjo and shonen stories are written with the intention of being relatable fantasies for young boys 
and girls. Youth is a center of power, both in the young protagonists’ world and the consumer 
power of their young readers. In this chapter we will examine why magical stories often focus on 
tales of youth, and how magic can serve as a power fantasy for young people. In particular, we 
will examine the magic academy genre, whose popularity was increased exponentially with the 
global success of the Harry Potter books and movies, and how these school centered stories 
reflect and subvert tropes of school life in Japan. Additionally, we will examine how these 
stories can provide an escape from the harsh realities of modern life in Japan and how magic is 
used to contrast science and technology. 
There has been much written about Japan’s fascination with technology, and this cultural 
phenomenon has led to the production of numerous stories focused on the connection between 
human and machine. Popular media such as the anime Ghost in the Shell (1996) and Neon 
Genesis Evangelion (1995) are famous examples. The opposite of such science fiction tales is 
easily the realm of traditional fantasy; worlds where instead of advancing with technology 
humans rely on forms of magic for everyday living. Such worlds (perhaps taking inspiration 
from J.R.R Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings) are often placed in a fantastical medieval settings. For 
example, Re:Zero, an immensely popular anime from 2016 involves the transportation of a high 
school dropout named Subaru into a new world inhabited by elves and witches. His cellphone is 
considered an unknown magical object, instead of cars people travel by dragon-drawn carriage 
and as in most magical realms, the country is ruled by a royal family. As explained in the 
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introduction, this is yet another example of how magic is linked to the past and seen as 
incompatible with modernity.  
In Subaru’s original world of modern Japan, magic is the realm of video games. As a 
hikikomori, a Japanese term for those who stay in their rooms and avoid social contact, Subaru 
had given up on achieving much in the world and spent his time playing video games. After his 
sudden transportation to the new world, he immediately begins attempting to unlock his special 
protagonist powers, attempting to use magic and expecting the world to follow a convenient 
narrative just like a video game in which he is the player. The contrast between Subaru’s modern 
knowledge and the world he now inhabits is a consistent theme throughout the show, reinforcing 
the association of magic as the antithesis to modernity. 
The concept of magic as a thing of the past connects Re:Zero to the plethora of other 
anime inspired by the Harry Potter series. The most obvious of these are those in subgenre of 
anime known as magical academy genre6. In Harry Potter, wizards and witches rely on magic 
for things like communication and entertainment. The incompatibility of technology and magic 
is quite explicit; objects such as cellphones are dysfunctional and useless at Hogwarts due to 
magical interference. Wizards and witches are baffled by “muggle” (non-magical) inventions. 
While J.K. Rowling did not invent the idea of a school for wizards7, it is thanks to Harry Potter’s 
                                                 
 
6 Some of the Japanese media inspired by Harry Potter include the likes of Little Witch 
Academia, Maburaho, Gakuen Alice, Negima!?, The Irregular at Magic High School, Demon King 
Daimao, Akashic Records of Bastard Magic Instructor, Zero’s Familiar, and Trinity Seven to name just a 
few examples. 
7 Notably Akazuchin Chacha which was published in 1991 preceded Harry Potter. 
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immense popularity that the genre exploded in the early 2000s8. By examining the key to the 
massive global success of Harry Potter, we can then see how Japanese media creators took key 
concepts of Harry Potter and adapted them for a Japanese audience.  
Harry Potter’s universal appeal lies largely in its ability to provide an escapist fantasy. 
Every book starts in the mundane world of the muggles, our world. We are then whisked away 
on a fantastic journey where school is actually fun because it’s all about learning magic. For 
children, an escape from the monotony of school is a common dream. Unlike Harry Potter, the 
main character in these shows is not already famous by the time they start school. Rather, they 
are often beginners, untalented in magic though usually containing a special power yet 
unrecognized. For example, Akko from Little Witch Academia begins with basically no ability to 
perform magic, yet she is chosen by the “shiny rod” and able to unlock its powers by obtaining 
secret words. By starting off as ordinary people, these types of shows attempt to make the main 
character more relatable and easier to project oneself onto. Additionally, the characters are 
usually in uniforms based of Japanese high school uniforms rather than the wizarding robes 
present in Harry Potter. This is part of the writer’s attempts to create a world enticing to 
Japanese youth, one they could imagine themselves taking part in. 
Harry Potter inspired thousands of stories around the globe, but the scale and 
proliferation of these types of stories in Japan is unique. Aside from the desire to replicate Harry 
Potter’s financial success, the key to why this might be lies in the culture of school in Japan. In 
Japan, education is critical to one’s future success. Unlike America, education past middle school 
is not guaranteed and entrance exams are critical for getting into both high school and college 
                                                 
 
8 Geoff Thew “Harry Potter Anime Knockoffs - A History” 
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(Oka 2009: 202-204). The link between performance in school and success in life is seen as 
much stronger compared to America. On the weekends children are often sent to juku, private 
tutoring companies that help prepare kids for exams. The pressure is enormous. Children who 
refuse to go to school are a common problem (Oka 2009: 202-204). For a child who finds 
excelling in school to be difficult, what better fantasy is there than a school where instead of 
math and English, the subjects are something fun to study that they could actually be good in? 
Rather than face the reality of your path in life being determined by how good you are at school 
before the age of 15, these stories offer an enticing alternative.  
The academic pressure in Japan has resulted in a number of problems where often people 
just opt instead to withdraw from society entirely. Stories of hikikomori who have given up on 
society are common in anime9. With Japan’s well-documented aging population, children are 
finding themselves bearing the weight of expectations of the older generation (McGray 2002: 
52). Parents spend enormous amounts of time and money trying to help their children get ahead. 
Even from elementary school, there is the concept of the academic escalator, where paying to get 
into a special elementary school then guarantees passage into a good middle school to high 
school to college (Oka 2009: 203). In such circumstances, it is no wonder people want to dive 
into magical worlds. It is not that these worlds don’t have troubles of their own, but compared to 
the struggles of a modern young person in Japan, a school for magic provides a wonderful twist 
on the familiarity of school with escape from the modern through the inclusion of magic. In 
                                                 
 
9 The social phenomenon of hikikomori and the social pressures faced by young people in Japan 
are explored in greater detail in Anne Allison’s book Precarious Japan. 
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various sources, we find evidence of how important young consumers are to the Japanese 
economy10. Naturally, media producers are happy to capitalize on these desires for escape.  
Beyond just personal profit however, youth is strongly associated with national power 
and both have connections to the pop culture industry. An important concept in pop culture 
studies is the idea of soft power. Soft power is a term Harvard dean Joseph S. Nye Jr. coined 
more than a decade ago to explain the nontraditional ways a country can influence another 
country's wants, or its public's values (Mcgray 2002: 53). Although Japan has lost some footing 
to China as a global economic powerhouse, its cultural output continues to rise in global 
popularity. This provides Japan with a high level of soft power. Japan is particularly adept at 
creating products with massive youth appeal. This means Japan has a larger megaphone than 
most when it comes to broadcasting its values through media, particularly when it comes to 
young people. 
Stories about young people growing up provide evidence of larger meta-narratives about 
what it means to become an adult in real life. This is not to say that anime, manga, and light 
novels are tools used by old conservative government officials to secretly prime youth to follow 
the ideals of the nation with subliminal messages or anything of the sort. Rather, it is impossible 
to write a story without conveying any of the writer’s values. Who is a good character, who is 
bad, and what defines them as such. What actions characters take and what the results of those 
actions are convey the author’s attitudes about what one should and should not do. Not just in the 
sense that a character who does good things being rewarded by a karmic narrative, but in the 
                                                 
 
10 “Capitalizing on Cuteness”, “Monstering the Japanese Cute: Pink Globalization and Its Critics 
 Abroad”, “Japan’s Gross National Cool” 
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sense of how the author aims to make the audience feel about the characters and what happens to 
them reflects what traits are considered desirable and what are dislikable. 
The use of magic in selling certain narratives about life and society isn’t limited to the 
notion of growing up. An important narrative that often accompanies the presence of magic in 
Japanese media is a concept called furusato. Jennifer Roberts defines furusato as literally 
meaning “old village” but claims a better translation to English would be “home” and “native 
place” (1988: 494). However, a simple one-word definition fails to convey the bigger picture. 
Furusato is more than just the place where you live, it is the feeling of belonging, of having 
connections and roots to the land on which you stand. Furusato has color and texture, it is the 
sound of cicadas in the summer, the sight of rice paddies beneath mountains, the smell of trees 
growing in ancient forests.  
Furusato, as seen the extremely popular Studio Ghibli movie My Neighbor Totoro (1988) 
and the anime Inuyasha (2000), uses a contrast with modernity to paint an idealized past. The 
idealization of Japanese history is a useful cultural tool for Japanese politicians to utilize 
selective history and create cultural unity (Robertson 1988: 494). Furusato has a powerful ability 
to evoke imagery in the minds of Japanese people due to its association with nostalgia. This 
creates a kind of image alliance, a concept which can apply not only to landmark cultural 
characters such as the famous cartoon robot Doraemon (Shiraishi 1997: 235), but to the image of 
Japan as a simultaneously modern and ancient state.  
While Roberts’ analysis focuses on how furusato is manifested in a wide variety of 
sources from city planning to popular songs (1988: 495), I will examine how furusato is 
mobilized in popular media in context with magic. In particular I will look at the film My 
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Neighbor Totoro (1988), and the televised anime Inuyasha (2000). Firstly, I will examine the 
presence of yōkai in My Neighbor Totoro and Inuyasha.  
The concept of yōkai, which are extremely important figures in both My Neighbor Totoro 
and Inuyasha, serve an interesting role in the depiction of furusato. In Totoro, the children’s 
connection with a forest spirit is the center of the film. As previously explained, Inuyasha is a 
half-human, half dog yōkai, and the premise of the show revolves around him and his friends 
fighting other yōkai in Japan’s Feudal Era. Yōkai are intricately connected to Shinto, and relate 
back to an older idea of what it meant to be Japanese. In these stories, children from the modern 
city of Tokyo must travel away from the city (and the western/global influence it represents) in 
order to reconnect with these creatures in the same way their ancestors had in the past. Why is it 
that only children are the ones able to break free from modernity and interact with these spirits? 
Children are often seen as representing purity, and perhaps it is this quality that enable them to 
connect with that which represents a “pure” Japan. Adults are too heavily influenced by the 
outside world, and in some sense too westernized. This idea of an ancient Japan being a “pure” 
Japan is also seen in the works of Yanagita Kunio and various National Learning scholars11. 
Another reason that the main characters of such media are nearly always children may lie 
in the connection between furusato and motherhood. Without children there can be no mothers 
after all. Media that utilizes furusato relies on the depiction of mothers in the past and the 
important function they serve in society. Particularly their roles as caretakers, protectors, and 
producers of Japan’s future. The character of totoro can be thought of as a substitute mother 
figure for the young sisters Satsuki and Mei, providing warmth and comfort in place of their real 
                                                 
 
11 Referenced in Chapter 1, page 6. 
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mother who languishes in a hospital back in Tokyo (Fujiki 2015: 154). Their mother is quite 
literally trapped in a representation of modernity, one which prevents her from being able to 
properly take care of her children. In Inuyasha, there is a yōkai called Muonna12, or Unmother, 
that was born from the grief of mothers losing children to famine or war. She attempts to absorb 
Inuyasha by mimicking the mother he lost as a child. However, when Inuyasha is attacked by 
someone else, the Unmother intervenes and sacrifices herself to protect Inuyasha’s life. In the 
end, one character remarks on the nobility of her sacrifice, and says that she possessed the “true 
heart of a mother”. These examples show how mothers are depicted as sacrificial figures whose 
primary duty is to raise strong children and guard the future of the nation. 
The totoro’s motherly qualities (and thus connection to a sense of “home”) are not 
limited to its warm and fuzzy body. The totoro has an uncanny ability to appear when it is most 
needed in lonely moments. Mei, the youngest and most childish of the sisters is the first to 
connect with the totoro. Left to her own devices at their new country house she spots a tiny 
totoro from her house and her bold pursuit leads her to fall into the nest of the giant totoro. After 
asking the creature’s name, she shows no hesitation as she curls up on its stomach for a peaceful 
nap. After hearing Mei’s tale, the older Satsuki is at first dismissive and laughs at her sister. 
However, she quickly comes to accept her sibling’s insistence that the totoro was real. It isn’t till 
her own lonely moment waiting for her father at a bus stop in the rain that Satsuki actually sees 
the totoro.  
                                                 
 
12 In Japanese, the kanji for her name are 無女、which literally means “nothing woman.” An 
interesting name for a character defined by her childlessness.  
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At the film’s climax, Mei runs away from home to go visit her mother at the hospital and 
leaves Satsuki in despair as she frantically searches the paddy fields for her sister. She cries out 
to the totoro for help, and it quickly appears and summons a magical cat bus that transports her 
first to her sister and then to the hospital. As Napier notes, it is only when Mei disappears that 
Satsuki comes into direct contact with the totoro. In other words, this suggests that at the 
moment of crisis, the older Satsuki must connect with her more childlike elements instead of 
relying on adults for help (2005: 131). In her analysis, Napier also includes a quote from Eureaka 
that ties into the complexity of furusato and its depiction in My Neighbor Totoro: [My Neighbor 
Totoro] is not nostalgia; it is an appeal to know what we have lost (2005: 122). This sentiment 
aligns with the idea that furusato is not mere nostalgia. This longing to know what has been 
“lost” is also similar to the motivations of Yanagita Kunio in writing the Tales of Tono. Concepts 
from Shinto such as yōkai, through the telling of stories, are used to cement the connection 
between Japanese people and the spirituality and power of nature and tie them to the land and 
their history. 
While important, the proliferation of magical stories for and about children isn’t 
primarily caused by a need to pass on morals and social standards. Rather, the biggest reason for 
the explosion of such stories in the popular media industry is due to the power of young people 
as consumers in a capitalist system. For example, by the year 2002 children’s playthings had 
already become a $55 billion global industry (Cross & Smit 2005: 873). There is a long tradition 
of marketing towards children through the medium of anime. Many early anime and television 
shows were not profitable in and of themselves and were instead funded by toy companies in 
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order to create demand for action figures and other toys13. In Japan especially, children became a 
crucial market for businesses. This is in part because of Japan’s declining birthrate as only child 
families became more and more common. Children’s rarity did not grant them political power, 
but it did grant them a great deal of consumer power (McGray 2002: 52). Japanese firms have 
strong financial incentives to heed the demands of a generation with high disposable income, 
regardless of economic ups and downs (McGray 2002: 52). In other words, the popularity of 
media that includes genres like magic academies and elements of furusato in children’s 
narratives isn’t just a result of top-down engineering. Unlike Yanagita Kunio who published 
folktales for political purposes, the creators of modern media are dependent on their works 
becoming profitable.  
While the values contained in the media are indeed packaged by the creators, the means 
through which they convey these messages is also dictated by the demands of the market. In 
other words, through the use of their money young people also exert influence on the types of 
media that are created. The popularity of the magic academy genre, while undoubtedly 
popularized by Harry Potter, is sustained by the desire for a familiar yet refreshing escape from 
the struggles of modern school life. The use of furusato provides texture and color and a familiar 
sense of “home” that when combined with magic provides a respite from the stresses of modern 
urban life. When considering the weight of expectations placed on youth today, it’s no wonder so 
many turn to popular media for a chance to immerse themselves in escapist fantasy. Although 
consumption of such media may provide a welcome solace to many, there are also those who 
give up on modern society and choose to immerse themselves fully in the realm of fantasy. For 
                                                 
 
13 Voltron: Defender of the Universe (1984), Mighty Morphin Power Rangers (1993), etc. 
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hikikomori who lock themselves away from the outside world, the realms of magic that provide 
warm familiarity and comforts for the lonely can become a coping mechanism. In modern Japan, 
the fragility of one’s place in society is a serious concern for a great deal of young people14. 
Whether the continued popularity of magic escapist fantasies is a benefit to young people or a 
band aid covering larger social issues is worth debating.  
  
                                                 
 
14 Evidence for this in Anne Allison’s Precarious Japan. 
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Magical Girls 
In the discussion of magic in Japanese popular media, the concept of magical girls or 
mahō shōjo is ubiquitous. More than just “girls who can use magic” these words refer to a 
specific sub-genre of media. Prominent examples include the likes of Pretty Soldier Sailor Moon 
(1991) and Puella Magi Madoka Magica (2011) as genre-defining staples. However, despite 
fitting the literal definition of “magical girls,” shows that feature magic-using young females like 
The Ancient Magus Bride or Little Witch Academia are not widely considered “magical girl 
anime” because they do not share all of the tropes and mechanisms associated with the genre. 
Rather than constraining myself to the analysis of media within the sub-genre called magical 
girls, I intend to analyze the traits and characteristics of magic-wielding females in various 
magical genres.  By first examining some of the proto-typical magical girl shows, I intend to 
uncover some of the reasons for the magical girl sub-genres popularity. I will argue that while 
there are many examples where the genre does align with traditional views of gender roles, there 
is also a continued evolution of these views particularly in recent media.  Next, I will analyze 
what types of women can use magic and examine the connection between magic and kawaii 
(cute) culture in Japan. Finally, I will explore the role of magic in stories of female 
empowerment versus idolization.  
Two shows that had significant impact in popularizing the magical girl genre and 
defining some of its traits are Sailor Moon and Madoka Magica. Both shows feature some of the 
common tropes of the genre: a young female protagonist who magically transforms from an 
ordinary school girl into a powerful and beautiful form, strong themes of friendship including a 
similarly powered strong female supporting cast, emphasis on the struggles of a young girl 
growing up, and the fate of the world resting on the protagonist’s shoulders. However these 
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shared themes are not the only way to determine what constitutes the genre. Kumiko Saito 
suggests another way of defining the magical girl genre is by business structure. “Many of 
Japan’s anime programs for children are founded on toy marketing that capitalizes on gender-
divided sales of character merchandise and gadgets used by characters in television programs” 
(Saito 2014: 144). In that sense, the magical girl genre can be defined not by its tropes but by the 
toys it markets to its target audience of young girls. Anne Allison also makes the connection 
between consumerism and Sailor Moon, as she defines the pretty soldier as "a self-indulgent 
pursuer of fantasies and dreams through consumption of merchandise" (Allison 2006: 130). The 
sale of fantasy and particularly power fantasy to a group who typically lack agency in society 
raises the questions of whether magical girls are figures of empowerment or disempowerment. 
Feminist perspectives on the magical girl genre vary widely. Some like Minako Saito 
view the genre as reinforcing fixed gender roles15 present in the real world, one which reaffirms 
traditional femininity and the values of being a good wife and mother as the goal of post-
adolescence (Saito 1998: 41). To Saito, the contrast between the young girlish protagonists and 
the adult female villains who don heavy makeup and relentlessly pursue their careers sets up a 
good-bad dichotomy wherein the villains are women who have failed to be a wife or mother. On 
the opposite side are those such as Susan Napier who views the young magical girl’s form 
offering blueprints for a better identity in which powers of aggression and nurturance are 
                                                 
 
15 Minako Saito also makes note of the power of media as an ideological tool. “Careful 
exploitation of feminine and masculine ideals in children's television programs has established gender as 
perhaps the most powerful and conspicuous that defines and classifies media culture for children” (M. 
Saito 1998: 10). 
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combined (2005: 120). Napier does however acknowledge the mixed messages sent by the 
nudity and eroticism emphasized in a magical girl’s transformation sequence (2005: 75). Saito 
argues in her essay that the two-sided nature of the genre is in fact an intentional choice. “The 
magical girl as a genre consciously takes advantage of the oxymoronic rhetoric of ‘magic,’ a 
semantic tool that provides different, often opposite, meanings about women's duties, power, and 
sexuality” (Saito 2014: 147). She goes on further to say that “the complicit relationship of 
opposing messages serves as a functional gear of the larger social mechanism that generates and 
reconfirms conventional gender norms and heterosexuality” (2014: 147). While Saito’s analysis 
of magical girl anime ranging from the 1960s to the 2000s is extensive, I would argue that her 
conclusion does not sufficiently address the shifts in how gender is conceptualized nor the 
connection between the magical girl genre and commodification. By analyzing more recent 
works in the genre, I hope to provide further evidence of the evolution of the opposing messages 
present in such works. 
A key concept in the genre is that of the shōjo, one that is heavily scrutinized by authors 
such as Napier and Saito. The word literally means “little girl,” usually around the ages of twelve 
and thirteen. Yet the modern usage of the word has shifted and Napier defines it as a “shorthand 
for a certain kind of liminal identity between child and adult, characterized by a supposedly 
innocent eroticism based on sexual immaturity, a consumer culture of buying ‘cute’ (kawaii) 
material goods, and a wistful privileging of a recent past or a free-floating form of nostalgia” 
(2005: 118). More than just a concept however, shōjo is actually the larger genre under which 
magical girl (mahō shōjo) is contained. The term shōjo is pervasive even outside the context of 
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media studies16 (Napier 2005:119). Since this term has already received extensive coverage from 
academic scholars, I will focus instead on its implementation in the forms of Usagi Tsukino from 
Sailor Moon and Madoka Kaname from Madoka Magica. 
Sailor Moon is perhaps the most iconic of all magical girls due to her global popularity 
during the 1990s. The main character Usagi is a care-free school girl who can transform into a 
powerful super soldier called Sailor Moon. Similar to the Power Rangers, the show includes a 
wide cast of similarly powered super heroines known as the Sailor Soldiers who embark with her 
on her mission to protect the earth. These bonds of friendship can be seen in contrast to Usagi’s 
relationship with the mysterious man Tuxedo Mask, who is later revealed to be her current crush 
and future husband. If the Sailor Soldiers are emblematic of the strength of female friendship in 
the period of shōjo adolescence, Tuxedo Mask and their time traveling daughter Chibi Moon can 
be interpreted as representing the inevitability of marriage and motherhood in Usagi’s future. 
Girls who grew up idolizing her and playacting her powerful magical transformation were not 
ignorant of the heroine’s future, as in the later part of the series the family dynamic between the 
three was essential to the plot. Saito argues that this depiction of Usagi’s graduation to adulthood 
is evidence of the way “many of today s magical girl programs continue to provide young girls 
the opportunities to envision adulthood that fits the demands of the contemporary society” (Saito 
                                                 
 
16 Napier highlights a quote from Tamae Prindle that helps illustrate the importance of shōjo in 
Japanese culture: “Girls occupy a distinctive place in Japan’s mass media, including films and literature. 
What fascinates the Japanese is that the shōjo nestle in a shallow lacuna between adulthood and 
childhood, power and powerlessness, awareness and innocence as well as masculinity and femininity” 
(Napier 2005: 119).  
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2014: 158). However, this argument ignores the context of Usagi’s adulthood existence. Rather 
than being a traditional submissive wife and a mother whose world revolves only around caring 
for her child, the grown-up Usagi in the form of Queen Serenity retains agency and 
independence as the Sovereign of Earth. While she did lose her Sailor Soldier powers and ability 
to transform upon becoming a Queen, she is also is shown to still possess a great deal of power 
which she uses to prevent a second Ice Age and establish an era of peace. Rather than her exit 
from shōjo-hood symbolizing the end of her power, it instead indicates shift in its form. In other 
words, while Sailor Moon undoubtedly sells the narrative value of becoming a wife and mother, 
it does not send the message that doing so means strict adherence to traditional gender roles or 
becoming powerless.  
Further evidence that Sailor Moon does more than perpetuate traditional gender roles is 
its inclusion of a lesbian relationship between two of the Sailor Soldiers, Sailor Uranus and 
Sailor Neptune. While downplayed in the anime and frequently censored abroad, the manga 
clearly depicts their relationship both with flirtatious dialogue and kisses between the girls. The 
manga creator has explicitly stated in an interview for an Italian magazine that the relationship 
between the two is one of homosexual love. In the same interview she also says that she drew 
inspiration for Sailor Uranus from the Japanese tradition of Takarazuka, a theater in which 
females play all roles including male ones. She calls this theater tradition the “maximum level of 
female emancipation” (Kappa Magazine 51 1996: n.pag). With an author whose views on gender 
roles are clearly outside the norm, to say Sailor Moon only perpetuates adherence to traditional 
gender roles is a bit of an oversimplified explanation. While there may be some elements to that 
lend themselves to that interpretation such as Usagi’s future as a wife and mother, there are also 
other themes within the narrative that contradict traditional gender roles.  
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The second major example of magical girl anime is Puella Magi Madoka Magica, which 
includes themes of young powerful shōjo facing the terrors of growing up. After an alien cat-
looking creature offers to grant any wish in exchange for her becoming a magical girl, the titular 
character Kaname Madoka begins her new life battling strange beings known as ‘witches’. Only 
later is it revealed that these witches are actually the souls of former magical girls who became 
filled with despair and thus transformed into these monstrous beings. Saito denotes this a 
magical girl’s true purpose being to fight her adult form (2005: 161). In the end Madoka escapes 
this transition to adulthood by using her wish to prevent the creation of all witches past present 
and future, rewriting history and erasing her own human existence. She transcends into a cosmic 
phenomenon known as the ‘Law of Cycles’, and rescues all magical girls in the moment before 
they become witches and takes them to a heavenly plane. This new reality could be viewed as 
Madoka saving magical girls from becoming adults by removing them from time and 
transporting them to a sort of eternal shōjo paradise, a girl-only version of never-land. However, 
this interpretation relies on the equation of witches to adulthood. 
The show raises an important question: what is so special about magical girls? The in-
universe explanation for this is given by the deceptively cute alien creature Kyubey, whose race 
takes the emotional energy from magical girls in order to counteract entropy and prevent the 
eventual heat death of the universe. Of all beings in existence, it is these young girls who possess 
the most energy, particularly at the moment of their greatest despair when they become a witch. 
This highlights how this moment of transition from girlhood to adulthood is when the shōjo is at 
her most powerful yet also her most vulnerable. Like other magical girl series, Madoka Magica 
relies on contradictory themes like this, although the series is unique for its combination of 
cuteness and darkness. The use of cuteness as a form of power is central to the enduring 
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popularity of this genre, and Madoka Magica is renowned for its examination of the darker sides 
of the idea.  
Many writers question the value of cuteness in Japanese society. Saito writes “the 
Japanese cute values generated from deferrals and refusals to undertake gendered roles expected 
by the social standards, that is, a passive, temporal, and disguised leeway to play resistance to 
male-dominant adult society” (2005: 161). Whether or not such models of magical girls actually 
promote empowerment or reinforce social gender norms is a matter of much debate. While 
Madoka and Usagi can be viewed as a strong female role model for young girls, it could also be 
argued that the existence of such characters serves as a way of releasing the social pressure for 
reformation. By consuming this type of media, those who suffer under oppressive social rules 
can let off steam, which leads to reduced frustration and thereby lowers the motivation to push 
for social change in reality. Saito claims “this is a form of resistance only so far as it 
simultaneously maintains the existing power structure against which the resistance is intended” 
(2005: 161). Other authors also call the effectiveness of such resistance into question. Leila 
Madge argues that Japan’s ‘kawaii culture’ discourages attempts at social reformation and like 
other popular post-war aesthetics (e.g. nostalgia, science fiction, fantasy, and romance) seems to 
offer escape as the only solution, often through consumption (1998: 171). This connection 
between cuteness, escapism, and consumerism17 is undoubtedly one of the key factors that fuels 
the production of the magical girl genre. However, Madge is addressing the proliferation of the 
kawaii aesthetic that began in the late 1960s and boomed in the 1980s, a huge phenomenon with 
                                                 
 
17 Another important work that addresses this is Tomiko Yoda’s Kogyaru and the Economy of 
Feminized Consumer Society (2001). 
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roots in the after-effects of post-war cultural shifts regarding women’s roles in Japan (1998: 
171). Thus, while her statements on the connection between the dynamics of social relations and 
the mass appeal of cuteness are undoubtedly relevant to the discussion of the appeal of magical 
girls, there is more to it than mere ‘cuteness’. Even more importantly, both Saito and Madge 
(along with many other authors18) are addressing these concepts from a past perspective. Fifteen 
or twenty years may not be very long in some fields, but pop culture evolves quickly in the 
digital age. High-speed communication allows cultural ideas to spread quickly, and more recent 
media reflects changes in popular ways of thinking. 
Some of the more recent shows I will discuss are The Ancient Magus’ Bride (2017), Little 
Witch Academia (2017), and Magical Girl Ore (2018). All three shows have strong female main 
characters, but they display their strength and femininity in very different ways. At first, Chise 
Hatori from The Ancient Magus’ Bride seems to be the most prime candidate for the promotion 
of traditional gender roles as her life can be seen as an example of what goes wrong when these 
roles are not followed. Her father runs away, abandoning her and her mother and abandoning his 
role in the home as a provider and protector. Her mother, unable to cope with her situation loses 
her mind nearly killing Chise before taking her own life. Chise’s mother failed to live up to the 
ideals of being a good wife and wise mother (ryōsai kenbo). Sparing Chise’s life is presented as a 
redeeming moment for the mother, reinforcing the idea of a mother’s primary obligation being to 
protect her child. Chise herself is saved through being sold as a bride, and her relationship with 
Elias is the catalyst for her character development. However, while such surface descriptions 
would lend credence to the theory present by Saito, closer examination of her character shows 
                                                 
 
18 Including Susan Napier (2005), Anne Allison (2006), Annalee Newitz (1995). 
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that she actually has more in common with the shōjo in Miyazaki films described by Napier. 
Like Kiki from Kiki’s Delivery Service, Chise trains in a magical version of Europe and her 
exploration of love doesn’t decimate her power19 but enhances it. While Elias teaches her the 
fundamentals of magic the power balance in their relationship is far from one-sided. Throughout 
the series each saves the other on multiple occasions, and while Elias teaches her magic Chise 
teaches him about humans. Chise also fails to be a stereotypical subservient Asian wife, going 
against Elias’ wishes and putting her own values of right and wrong above following his desires.  
Like Chise, Akko from Little Witch Academia also reflects more feminist ideals. Despite 
hijinks with love potions, metaphorical pig-tail pulling, and hints of mutual attraction, Akko’s 
relationship with Andrew Hanbridge does not follow the typical script of the two falling in love. 
Rather, the climax of their relationship is Andrew realizing he misjudged her and giving her his 
respect after initially denigrating her pursuit of magic which he previously saw as useless in the 
modern world. Akko inspires him to stand up for his ideals, and he in turn encourages her to be a 
witch that spreads joy in her own way rather than just following the footsteps of her idol. Rather 
than being secondary citizens in society, women are exclusively powerful as only they can be 
witches and as such served critical roles throughout history. A major plot point in the show 
revolves around a matter of succession in which Diana Cavendish is compelled to take over as 
the head of her family. These elements certainly present examples of female empowerment, but 
just like Harry Potter a great deal of the show’s appeal lies in its nature as an escapist fantasy. 
                                                 
 
19 This is in direct contrast with some of the earliest magical girls for whom romance was a sign 
of adulthood and signaled the end of shōjo magical power (Saito 2005: 157). 
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Magical Girl Ore is a less popular and more comedic than the fantastical tales described 
above. The first episode involves breaking the fourth wall and making jokes of the viewer’s 
expectations for magical girl tropes. The main character Saki Uno is a wannabe idol, but with the 
help of a gangster-like mascot character transforms into a magical girl to save her crush. To her 
shock and dismay however, as implied by the title of the show which uses the masculine pronoun 
ore, her magical girl form is actually that of a very buff dude in a pretty girly costume. The 
apparent humor of a magical girl being a man in drag is the overriding joke of the show. This 
kind of joke has a long history in Japan from okama20, a slang term originating from the Edo-
period used to describe particularly effeminate often cross-dressing homosexual males21 to 
modern cross-dressing comedians such as Matsuko Deluxe. While taking advantage of the 
perceived humor of male cross-dressing, Magical Girl Ore also provides an interesting 
perspective of changing ideas of gender identity in Japan. The show takes on LGBT themes and 
admittedly plays them for laughs, but it also depicts LGBT characters in humanizing ways. Saki 
initially freaks out at her transformation, decrying her loss of cuteness and declaring the situation 
unacceptable as her magical girl form contrasts too greatly with her mental image of how she 
should look. However, as time goes on she begins to accept her ability to transition between 
these two forms and both become normal to her. In that way the show shifts from making a well-
                                                 
 
20 Characters defined by this gag are far from uncommon, including the characters Bentham and 
Emporio Ivankov from One Piece (1997), the latter being the leader of an entire island of okama 
populated by “men with the heart of maidens”. 
21 Definition provided by Daniel Long in his article Formation Processes of Some Japanese Gay 
Argot Terms (1996: 216).  
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understood joke to arguably promoting acceptance of gender-fluid identities. Saki’s best friend 
Sakuyo Mikage also becomes a magical girl and shifts between male and female, a literal 
representation of the shōjo’s powerful ability to harness masculine and feminine strengths 
(Napier 2005: 120). The reason behind her transformation is her desire to protect Saki, whom she 
is in love with. Within the show, the source of power for a magical girl’s transformation is love, 
and Saki’s heterosexual romantic love for her crush is presented as equally powerful as Sakuyo’s 
homosexual love for Saki. Furthermore, Sakuyo’s brother Mohiro who is Saki’s crush falls in 
love with Saki’s male form. The ability to play with concepts of gender and sexuality may come 
in part from being a low-budget comedy, as the comedic context makes its themes far less 
threatening. While lesbian and gay anime certainly have strong markets in Japan, social 
acceptance and marriage equality are things Japanese LGBT people are still fighting for. Much 
like Matsuko Deluxe, using comedy to promote LGBT acceptance is one potential path for 
activists to take. In contrast to the widespread censorship of Sailor Moon’s lesbian romance, the 
production of such shows today are direct evidence of cultural shifts on gender roles in Japan.  
From Sailor Moon and Madoka Magica to The Ancient Magus Bride, Little Witch 
Academia and Magical Girl Ore, the evolution of ideas about gender and femininity can be seen 
in the depiction of magical girls. There are many themes in the magical girl genre worth 
considering from types of girls who can use magic, to the sometimes blurry line between 
empowerment and idolization, and the connection between cuteness, consumerism and escapism. 
I would argue that the reason for the discrepancy in scholarly views on the messages in magical 
girl media is because there has been ongoing evolution in the genre that isn’t entirely linear. 
Magical girls are at times used to convey progressive messages and at times used to convey 
conservative values, and often there will be instances of both within the very same show. I lack 
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the evidence to speak on the direct impact of magical girls on social values, but I can show the 
impact changes in social values have had on the depiction of magical girls. More importantly, the 
evolution of magical girls up to the present day showcases how social values in Japan continue to 
change even now. Saito argues that “The empowerment of female heroes visualized in the 
magical girl genre has developed symbiotically with heterosexual norms in society: fighting girls 
and cross-dressing boys magical girl tropes function as counter-agencies to anxieties about 
conventional roles undertaken in reality (2005: 162). Indeed, it is possible to view the magical 
girl genre as reinforcing traditional ideals of femininity and providing an outlet for the frustration 
produced by a society that limits the power of women in daily life. However, while providing 
such an outlet might be defusing a bomb that could otherwise spark social change, the evolution 
of the magical girl genre in more recent media shows how magical girls can a spark feelings of 
empowerment for consumers and provide alternatives to traditional views of gender roles. After 
all, in magical girl media cuteness is power. The hyper-feminine traits traditionally viewed as 
weakness can instead become sources of strength. 
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Conclusion 
Throughout this work, I hope the reasons for studying magic and pop culture are evident. 
Although each chapter focused on a different topic, certain themes appeared again and again. 
One theme is the power of fantasy. From national mythos to secret escapes from everyday 
drudgery, fantasy appeals to many people for varied reasons. From acclaimed scholars like 
Yanagita Kunio to young school girls watching Miyazaki films, a connecting thread is the ability 
of fantastical tales to connect people to one another and pass on cultural values and messages.  
Although often thought as childish fluff, popular media is in fact another vector through 
which we can gain a better understanding of society just as we do by studying history and 
folktales. From the oldest tales like the Epic of Gilgamesh, magic has always been a key feature 
in storytelling. In older ages, it revealed the ways humans believed the world to work. It was a 
way to wrap one’s mind around the logic and inner workings of the universe. Nowadays, that 
role is believed to have been largely usurped by science and empirical thought. What use does 
modern man have for magic? In truth, magic as defined by Frazer and Van der Veer pervades our 
society. As Arthur C. Clarke famously said “Any sufficiently advanced technology is 
indistinguishable from magic” (1973). Yet is not mere fancy technology that fascinates so many 
people who come across tales like The Ancient Magus Bride or Little Witch Academia. It was not 
the allure of cool modern tech that swept up the globe in Harry Potter fever in the late 1990s and 
2000s. Rather, there is something about magic, about powers that are inexplicable that continues 
to appeal to generation after generation.  
Thanks in part to Harry Potter’s cinematic and literary success, writers and artists the 
world over were clued in to a massive market ripe for exploitation. Japan is only one small 
section of this global trend, but as an especially prolific market in terms of production. The 
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works sourced from Japan in the wake of Harry Potter are numerous, and even decades later 
production of magical games, movies, TV series and manga show no sign of stopping. In each 
chapter I examined the types of cultural messages present in many of these media, beginning 
with national identity and ending with girlhood. A remaining questions is what effects these 
messages have on those watching them, and on the children whose minds and worldviews are 
shaped by them in particular.  
It is difficult to make wide sweeping generalizations as whom was exposed to what, how 
much, and in what context undoubtedly varies from individual to individual. Nevertheless, we 
can examine the trends and generational shifts in views and opinions that accompanied these 
viewers as they grew up. While statistical analysis of public opinion over time and tracking how 
changes were affected by popular media is beyond the scope of this thesis, we can examine the 
media itself. While popular media in today’s day and age has an unprecedented ability to reach 
massive audiences, the production of media itself is also a product of various social influences.  
Once again, this is not to imply some scheming old men behind a curtain plotting how to 
best brainwash the nation’s children into alignment with their idealized version of society. 
Rather, the first and most primary goal of production companies is to turn a profit. A business 
that cannot stay afloat has no chance of becoming influential. Between the effects of the 
economic downturn known as the Lost Decade and the realities of Japan’s dwindling youth 
population proportion, it is no wonder that media moguls and manga artists alike are seeking so 
desperately to appeal to this younger generation. That is why though influenced by history and 
tradition, popular media is created by design to speak to the desires of modern Japanese youth. 
In a society with immense social and academic pressure, the value of freedom and 
escapism that entertainment provides shouldn’t be underestimated. The existence of Japan’s 
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robust animation and publishing industry allowed it to export its pop culture products beyond its 
borders and go on to gather fans worldwide.  
Rather than shaping the whims of society, it is media that is shaped by them. The 
popularity of magic in Japanese media is evidence of the desire for relief from the troubles of our 
modern lives. From the plethora of shows influenced by Harry Potter to the massive market 
power of Studio Ghibli movies, it is clear that magic in Japanese popular media is here to stay. In 
writing this thesis, I hope to have shown how depictions of magic have shifted in terms of the 
cultural values they project and how examples from the most recent productions have evolved in 
comparison with some of the staples of the magical genre. More importantly, I hope to show how 
these changes are indicative of changes in Japanese society. If there is one final thing I wish to 
convey, it is the importance of being critical consumers and pausing to think about what exactly 
it is that’s being communicated to us, and to whom those ideas are beneficial. 
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